Courses of malignant pheochromocytoma: implications for therapy.
Survival of patients with metastatic pheochromocytoma that have exceeded 30 years without therapy to reduce tumors have been reported. We reviewed the records of 38 patients with malignant pheochromocytoma who had received 131I-metaiodiobenzylguanidine (131I-MIBG) treatments between 1981 and 1996 to evaluate longevity. Survival from diagnosis to last follow-up exceeded 5 years in 21 of 38 (55%) and >or=10 years in 50%. In 17 of 21, the interval from diagnosis to 131I-MIBG therapy was greater than 5 years. Survival following 131I-MIBG was >or=5 years in 12 of 17 and >or=10 years in 7 of 17 patients despite continued evidence of excessive circulating catecholamines. Objective responses to 131I-MIBG therapy were seen in about 30% and were usually of a few years, duration, but one individual exhibited marked reductions in volume and function of tumors that have persisted for 21 years. No feature, including a remission of >5 years following surgical excision, was found to predict prolonged survival. In summary, many patients with malignant pheochromocytoma will follow a course extending over many years. The role of 131I-MIBG therapy in longevity is uncertain, but this radiopharmaceutical reduces evidence of tumors in some patients. Criteria for selecting patients who will benefit from treatment remain to be determined.